Chapter XX
THE NETHERLANDS, THE SWAMP ON THE BANKS
OF THE NORTH SEA THAT BECAME AN EMPIRE
IHE word 'Netherlands/ which is only used on very official
occasions, means exactly what it implies, a combination of ' low'
localities situated from two to sixteen feet below the level of the
sea. A single good flood of prehistoric dimensions, and Amster-
dam and Rotterdam and all the most important cities would
disappear from the face of the earth.
But this apparent natural weakness of the country has also been
the source of its greatest strength. For among these marshes along
the banks of the North Sea it was not sufEcient for Man to take
hold of the country. Ere he could do that, he was obliged to create
it, and in that uneven conflict between human ingenuity and the
relentless forces of Nature, the Dutch people were triumphant
It taught them to be hard and watchful. In the sort of world
in which we happen to live those qualities are not without
merit.
When the Romans visited this distant and lonely part of Europe
(which they did about fifty years before the beginning of our era),
the entire region consisted of bogs and marshes, protected against
the ravages of the North Sea by that slender row of sand dunes
which stretched all the way from Belgium to Denmark. These
dunes were interrupted at irregular intervals by a large number of
rivers and rivulets. Most important among the rivers were the
Rhine, the Meuse, and the Scheldt Left entirely to their own
devices and not hindered by any dikes, these three rivers did exactly
what they pleased, and every spring they altered their course and
created islands where no Islands had been before, and swept away
vast tracts of land that had seemed as solid as the Isle of Jersey. I
am not exaggerating. Upon one memorable occasion in the